SURAH 49 


Al-Hujurat 


(Compartments) 


Prologue. 


This siirah, composed of no more than 18 verses, is majestic, indeed 
superior. It includes a number of basic facts of faith, Islamic law and 
human existence. It opens up before our hearts and minds wide horizons 
and gives rise to a host of important thoughts. It refers to systems of 
formation and organization, principles of education and upbringing, 
fundamentals of legislation and essential directives which could take a 
hundred times its length. It puts before our eyes two great issues for 
reflection and deliberation. 

The first thing that appears to us when we read this siirah is that it 
lays down, almost independently, a complete sketch of a noble world, 
free of anything that may be described as unbecoming, It outlines the 
principles, concepts and approaches that form the foundation of this 
world, ensuring first that it comes into being, and then its continuity. 
This world derives its rzison d etre from God, looks up to God and is fit 
to be attributed to God. It is a world that combines purity of intention 
and feeling with a keen sense of propriety in what it says, feels and 
thinks. It maintains a high standard of morality and good manners in 
its dealings with God, His Messenger, its own affairs and interaction 
with others. This sense of morality penetrates into its deepest thoughts 
and manifests itself in its actions. 
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At the same time it has laws and regulations that ensure its continuity. 
These laws and regulations are based on its morality, emanate from it 
and fit with it. Thus this world benefits from such consistency of deep 
reality and surface appearance, the compatibility of its laws and feelings, 
the equilibrium between motives and checks, and the harmony between 
feelings and actions as it turns to God, appealing to Him. Hence, the 
existence and continuity of this noble and pure world are not left either 
to fine feelings and a sensitive conscience or to law and legislation. Nor 
are the establishment and maintenance of this world left to either the 
feelings and efforts of the individual or to the measures and. systems 
of the state. Indeed, both individual and state have to work side by 
side, so that their efforts and duties complement each other in perfect 
harmony. 

This world observes a certain code of behaviour with God and His 
Messenger, one that requires that everyone realizes his or her limits in 
relation to their Lord, and in relation to the Messenger who conveys His 
message: “Believers! Do not behave presumptuously in the presence of God 
and His Messenger. Have fear of God: God hears all and knows all.” (Verse 
1) Thus a servant of God does not precipitate His orders or prohibitions; 
nor does he or she suggest to Him any judgement or ruling. They neither 
exceed the limits of what God orders or prohibits, nor show that they 
have a will or an opinion independent from those of their Creator. This 
code is motivated by an attitude that combines fearing God with being 
modest and observing appropriate values in dealing with Him. Believers 
also observe special values when they address God’s Messenger [peace 
be upon him): “Believers! Do not raise your voices above the voice of the 
Prophet, nor speak loudly to him as you would speak loudly to one another, 
lest all your deeds should come to nothing without your perceiving it. Those 
who lower their voices in the presence of God's Messenger are the ones whose 
hearts God has tested for piety. Forgiveness and a rich reward await them. 
Those who call out to you from without your private apartments are for 
the most part people who do not use their reason. If they had the patience 
to wait until you went out to them, it would be for their own good. Still, 
God is much forgiving, merciful.” (Verses 2-5) 

This noble world sets a well-defined approach for verifying what 
people may say or do, determining their accuracy before making any 
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judgement. This approach relies on fearing God and putting all matters 
to God’s Messenger, without precipitating his judgement or suggesting 
to him what he has neither ordered nor recommended: “Believers! Ifany 
evildoer comes to you with a piece of news, make sure of it first, lest you should 
wrong others unwittingly and then regret your action. And know that God’s 
Messenger is among you. Were he to comply with your inclinations in many 
a case, you would surely come to harm. But God has caused [your] faith to 
be dear to you, and has given it beauty in your hearts, and has made hateful 
to you unbelief, wrongdoing and disobedience to God. Such indeed are they 
who follow the right course. [All this is indeed part of] God's bounty and 
favour, God is all-knowing, truly wise.” (Verses 6-8) 

This noble world has its own rules and practical measures in sorting 
out any differences, conflicts and excesses that may occur within it, 
realizing that unless these are properly dealt with, they may undermine 
its very structure. Hence, it sets out certain procedures for dealing with 
them based on three main criteria: (1) that all believers are brethren; 
(2) that justice and peace must be maintained, and (3) that all believers 
are God-fearing and their goal is to earn God’s pleasure and mercy. “If 
two groups of believers fall to fighting, make peace between them. But then, 
if one of the two goes on acting wrongfully towards the other, fight against 
the one that acts wrongfully until it reverts to God's commandment; and 
if they revert, make peace between them with justice, and deal equitably 
with them. Indeed, God loves those who act equitably. All believers are but 
brothers. Hence, make peace between your two brothers, and remain God- 
Searing, so that you may receive [God's] mercy.” (Verses 9-10) 

Moreover, certain moral values apply in shaping the feelings of people 
in this world towards one another and in their behaviour towards each 
other. “Believers! No men shall deride other men: it may well be that those 
[whom they deride] are better than themselves. And no women [shall deride 
other] women: it may well be that those [whom they deride] are better than 
themselves. And neither shall you deface one another, nor insult one another 
by [opprobrious] epithets. Ill-seeming is a name connoting wickedness [to 
be used of one] after he has believed. Those who do not repent are indeed 
wrongdoers.” (Verse 11) 

It is a world with healthy feelings, guaranteed rights, where people's 
integrity is valued in both their presence and absence. No one is 
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condemned on suspicion. None seeks to publicize another's shortcomings. 

People's safety, security, integrity and freedom are fully respected by all. 

“Believers! Avoid suspicion as much as possible, for, some such suspicion is a 

sin, And do not spy on one another, nor backbite one another. Would any of 
you like to eat the flesh of his dead brother? Surely you would loathe it. And 
remain God-fearing. God is certainly the One who accepts repentance, and 
He is merciful.” (Verse 12) 

In this noble world a complete concept of mankind’s unity, despite 
its divergent races and communities, prevails. A single standard of 
evaluation, free of prejudice and error, applies to all people. “Mankind! 
We have created you all out of a male and a female, and have made you 
into nations and tribes, so that you might come to know one another. Truly, 
the noblest of you in the sight of God is the one who is most genuinely God- 
fearing. God is all-knowing, all-aware.” (Verse 13) 

Having presented these fundamental concepts that ensures this noble 
world maintains a high standard of purity, the sz#rah embarks on drawing 
an outline of the faith by which believers are called upon to establish this 
world. Indeed, it is by their quality of faith that they are required to rise 
to the task and see to its fulfilment. This is the quality that distinguishes 
them from others and motivates them to respond and submit. They are 
addressed by their quality of having faith, ‘Believers!’ Anyone who is so 
addressed by God will be so embarrassed not to give the right response. 
It is an address that makes any duty, hard and demanding as it may be, 
easy to fulfil. Indeed hearts will be all too eager to listen and respond: 
“The Bedouin say: ‘We have attained to faith.’ Say [to them]: ‘Believers you 
are not. Rather say, “We have submitted ourselves”, for true faith has not 
entered your hearts. But if you truly pay heed to God and His Messenger, 
He will let nothing of your deeds go to waste. God is indeed much-forgiving, 
merciful. True believers are only those who have believed in God and His 
Messenger, and never then entertained any doubt, and who strive hard in 
God's cause with their possessions and their lives. Those are the ones who 
are true to their word. Say: Do you, perchance, want to inform God of your 
faith, when God knows all that is in the heavens and earth? Indeed, God 
has full knowledge of everything.” (Verses 14-16) 

Before it closes, the sirah shows how great the favour God has 
bestowed on humanity is. It is the gift of faith with which God favours 
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people according to what He knows of what they deserve. “They think 
that they have bestowed a favour upon you by having embraced Islam. Say: 
‘Do not count your embrace of Islam a favour to me. It is indeed God who 
bestows a favour upon you by showing you the way to faith, if you are men 
of truth.’ God certainly knows the hidden reality of the heavens and the 
earth; and God sees all that you do.” (Verses 17-18) 

The second very important thing that appears clearly to us when 
we read the siirah and review the actual events leading to its revelation 
is the great and unwavering effort, represented by Qur’anic verses 
and the Prophet's directives, to establish and educate the first Muslim 
community, Indeed it is the community that represents that noble world, 
providing a practical model of it. Thus, it is no longer a mere ideal that 
lingers in people's dreams and imaginations. 

This community, which existed during a certain period of history, 
did not come into existence suddenly or by chance. It did not owe its 
existence to a sudden change in the nature of all things. Instead, it went 
through a process of natural and slow growth, like a great tree that 
stretches its roots deep into the earth and spreads its branches wide into 
the air. It took the necessary time to complete its growth and benefited 
from steady and consistent effort to ensure that growth. Patient care, 
penetrating insight, careful motivation, steady encouragement and far- 
sighted strengthening were also provided. Moreover, it needed to go 
through hard and testing experiences and to learn important lessons 
from such experiences. In all this we see the kind of care God took of 
that community. He in His wisdom chose to fulfil a great trust, thus 
bringing His will to pass. Yet that community had its own virtues and 
potentials that only needed to be brought into full play. All this worked 
together to bring about such remarkable light in human history and to 
start, in reality, a situation that seems closer to an imaginary world. 
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In the Name of God, the Lord of 
Grace, the Ever Merciful 


Believers! Do not behave pre- | 


sumptuously in the presence of 
God and His Messenger. Have 
fear of God: God hears all and 
knows all. (1) 


Believers! Do not raise your 
voices above the voice of the 
Prophet, nor speak loudly to him 
as you would speak loudly to one 


another, lest all your deeds should | 


come to nothing without your 
perceiving it. (2) 


Those who lower their voices in 
the presence of God’s Messenger 
are the ones whose hearts God has 
tested for piety. Forgiveness anda 
rich reward await them. (3) 


Those who call out to you from 
without your private apartments 
are for the most part people who 
do not use their reason. (4) 


If they had the patience to wait 
until you went out to them, it 
would be for their own good. 
Still, God is much forgiving, 
merciful. (5) 
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Believers! If any evildoer comes to 
you with a piece of news, make 
sure of it first, lest you should 
wrong others unwittingly and 
then regret your action. (6) 


And know that God’s Messenger 
is among you. Were he to comply 
with your inclinations in many a 
case, you would surely come to 
harm. But God has caused [your] 
faith to be dear to you, and has 
given it beauty in your hearts, and 
has made hateful to you unbelief, 
wrongdoing and disobedience to 
God. Such indeed are they who 
follow the right course. (7) 


{All this is indeed part of] God’s 
bounty and favour. God is all- 
knowing, truly wise. (8) 


If two groups of believers fall to 
fighting, make peace between 
them. But then, if one of the two 
goes on acting wrongfully towards 
the other, fight against the one that 
acts wrongfully until it reverts to 


God’s commandment; and ifthey | 


revert, make peace between them 
with justice, and deal equitably 
with them. Indeed, God loves 
those who act equitably. (9) 
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All believers are but brothers. 
Hence, make peace between your 
two brothers, and remain God- 
fearing, so that you may receive 
[God’s] mercy. (10) 


Believers! No men shall deride 
other men: it may well be that 
those [whom they deride] are 
better than themselves. And 
no women [shall deride other] 
women: it may well be that those 
[whom they deride] are better 
than themselves. And neither shall 
you defame yourselves, nor insult 
one another by [opprobrious] 
epithets. Ill-seeming is a name 
connoting wickedness [to be 
used of one] after he has believed. 
Those who do not repent are 
indeed wrongdoers. (11) 


Believers! Avoid suspicion as 
much as possible, for, some such 
suspicion is a sin. And do not 
spy on one another, nor backbite 
one another. Would any of you 
like to eat the flesh of his dead 
brother? Surely you would loathe 
it. And remain God-fearing. God 
is certainly the One who accepts 
repentance, and He is merciful. 
(12) 
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Mankind! We have created you all 
out of a male and a female, and 
have made you into nations and 
tribes, so that you might come 
to know one another. Truly, the 
noblest of you in the sight of God 
is the one who is most genuinely 
God-fearing. God is all-knowing, 
all-aware. (13) 


The Bedouin say: “We have 
attained to faith.” Say [to them]: 
“Believers you are not. Rather say, 
“We have submitted ourselves’, 


for true faith has not entered your | 


hearts. But if you truly pay heed 
to God and His Messenger, He 
will let nothing of your deeds go 
to waste. God is indeed much- 
forgiving, merciful.” (14) 


True believers are only those 
who have believed in God and 
His Messenger, and never then 
entertained any doubt, and who 
strive hard in God’s cause with 
their possessions and their lives. 
Those are the ones who are true 
to their word. (15) 


Say: “Do you, perchance, want 
to inform God of your faith, 
when God knows all that is in the 
heavens and earth? Indeed, God 
has full knowledge of everything.” 
(16) 
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They think that they have Pape ¢ date o'bge 
bestowed a favour upon you by ies) shecohs aes 
having embraced Islam. Say: “Do | Lodeetny ial ay 
not count your embrace of Islam 
a favour to me. It is indeed God | Ooo ESyyens 
who bestows a favour upon you | 

by showing you the way to faith, 
if you are men of truth.” (17) 


God certainly knows the hidden | MER RA he Se5t6y 
reality of the heavens and the wre % joka Ne 
earth; and God sees all that you YSN var Ava its 
do. (18) 
| 
ae! = = 
Refining Rough Manners 


Believers! Do not behave presumptuously in the presence of God and His 
Messenger. Have fear of God: God hears all and knows all. Believers! 
Do not raise your voices above the voice of the Prophet, nor speak loudly 
to him as you would speak loudly to one another, lest all your deeds 
should come to nothing without your perceiving it. Those who lower 
their voices in the presence of God's Messenger are the ones whose hearts 
God has tested for piety. Forgiveness and a rich reward await them. 
Those who call out to you from without your private apartments are 
for the most part people who do not use their reason. If they had the 
patience to wait until you went out to them, it would be for their own 
good. Still, God is much forgiving, merciful. (Verses 1-5) 


The siirah starts with this first loving address that aims to alert hearts: 
“Believers” It is an address by God to those who believe in Him, touching 
their hearts by highlighting the bond they have with Him, making them 
aware that they belong to Him, carry His mark, do His bidding and are 
His soldiers. They realize that they are in this world for a purpose He 
wants to accomplish. If He has made faith appealing to them and seem 
beautiful in their eyes, as part of His favour, it behoves them to stand 
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where He wants them to be, awaiting His orders and judgement. They 
should be glad to do His bidding in full submission to Him: “Believers! 
Do not behave presumptuously in the presence of God and His Messenger. 
Have fear of God: God hears all and knows all.” (Verse 1) 

Believers, do not make any suggestion to God or His Messenger, 
concerning any of your affairs or of life in general. Do not presume to 
have a say in any matter before God has stated, through His Messenger, 
what He wants concerning it. Do not attempt to judge any matter unless 
you first refer to what God and His Messenger say. 

Qatadah says: “It has been reported that some people used to say: ‘If 
there was some revelation concerning such and such,’ or, ‘If it could thus 
be true.’ God disliked such suggestions.” Al-‘Awfi says: “They were told 
not to start speaking in his presence.” Mujahid says: “The verse orders 
believers not to precipitate what the Prophet might say. They must 
wait until God made His judgement clear through His Messenger.” 
Al-Dhahhak says: “Do not make a judgement on any question relating 
to your faith without waiting for the judgement of God and His 
Messenger.” Ibn ‘Abbas is reported to have said: “Do not say anything 
that is not in line with the Qur’an and the Sunnah.” 

Thus, we see that it is all a question of a psychological attitude defining 
the standards to be observed in relation to God and His Messenger, and 
the process by which instructions are received and carried out. This is 
an essential part of how Islamic law is enacted and implemented. It is 
all based on an essential God-fearing quality and its reinforcement. 
This quality stems from the awareness that God hears all and knows all. 
Furthermore, this all-embracing truth is incorporated into one single, 
short verse. 

The believers applied this standard to their relationship with their 
Lord and His Messenger. None of them would ever presume to suggest 
anything to God or His Messenger. None would voice an opinion unless 
God’s Messenger asked him to do so. None would make a judgement 
concerning any matter without first referring to what God and His 
Messenger said about it. 

Imam Ahmad, Abi Dawid, al-Tirmidhi and Ibn Majah relate that 
the Prophet asked Mu ‘adh when he appointed him Governor of Yemen: 
“How will you judge?” Mu ‘adh said: “According to God’s book.” The 
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Prophet asked: “What if you do not find in it what you need?” Mu ‘adh 
answered: “Then according to the Sunnah of God’s Messenger.” Again 
the Prophet asked: “And if you do not find something relevant in that?” 
Mu ‘adh replied: “In this case, I will exercise my judgement as best as I 
can.” The Prophet put his hand on Mu ‘adh’s chest and said: “Praise be 
to God for guiding the messenger of God’s Messenger to what pleases 
His Messenger.” After the revelation of this verse, the Prophet might ask 
his Companions about their day and the places they had been to, but 
even then, they would hesitate to give an answer other than: “God and 
His Messenger know best.” They feared that a direct answer might be 
treated as presumption in the presence of God and His Messenger. 


When Speaking to the Prophet 


In a hadith reported by Abi Bakarah Nafi‘ ibn al-Harith mentions 
that during his pilgrimage, the Prophet asked his Companions: ““Which 
month is this?” We said: ‘God and His Messenger know best.’ He was 
silent until we thought that he would give it a different name. But he 
said: ‘Is it not Dhi’l-Hijjah?’ We said: ‘Yes.’ He then asked: “Which 
city is this?” We said: ‘God and His Messenger know best.’ Again, he 
was silent until we thought that he would call it by a different name, 
but then he said: ‘Is it not the sanctified city?’ We said: ‘Yes, indeed.’ So 
he went on and asked: “What day is today?’ We replied: “God and His 
Messenger know best.’ Once more he remained silent until we thought 
that he would give it a different name, but then he said: ‘Is it not the 
day of sacrifice?’ We answered in the affirmative...” This is, then, an 
example of the standard the Prophet's Companions achieved in their 
God-fearing manners when they heard this instruction coupled with the 
order to maintain their fear of God, who hears all and knows all. 

The second aspect of good manners concerned the Prophet’s 
Companions’ own discourse with him and the respect they should feel 
and show. This was to be observed in how they spoke to him and in the 
level of their voices. This was how they should manifest their respect 
for the Prophet as they sat with him. As God drew their attention to 
this requirement, He addressed them by that quality they loved to have 
and warned them that violation of His orders might bring grievous 
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consequences in its wake: “Believers! Do not raise your voices above the 
voice of the Prophet, nor speak loudly to him as you would speak loudly 
to one another, lest all your deeds should come to nothing without your 
perceiving it.” (Verse 2) 

This kindly address coupled with its awesome warning had their 
profound effect on the Prophet’s Companions. Al-Bukhari reports that 
Abi Mulaykah said: “The two goodly ones, Abii Bakr and ‘Umar [may 
God be pleased with them], were in a perilous situation, as they raised 
their voices in the presence of the Prophet. When the delegation of the 
Tamim tribe arrived [in the ninth year of the Islamic calendar] one of 
them suggested al-Aqra‘ ibn Habis [to be appointed as their chief], 
while the other suggested another man. [One reporter says that he does 
not remember the name of this second man, while another reporter 
mentions that he was al-Qa‘qa‘ ibn Ma ‘bad.] Abi Bakr said to ‘Umar: 
“You merely want to oppose me.’ The other replied: ‘I do not wish to 
oppose you.’ They were soon speaking loudly. The verse was revealed 
saying: ‘Believers! Do not raise your voices above the voice of the Prophet, 
nor speak loudly to him as you would speak loudly to one another, lest all 
your deeds should come to nothing without your perceiving it.’ (Verse 2) 
Ibn al-Zubayr says that after its revelation ‘Umar would hardly use an 
audible voice when he spoke to the Prophet until the Prophet asked 
him to speak up. It is also reported that when this verse was revealed, 
Abii Bakr said to the Prophet: ‘God’s Messenger, I will only speak to 
you in a whisper.’ 

Imam Ahmad relates on the authority of Anas ibn Malik that when 
this verse was revealed, Thabit ibn Qays, a man with a high-pitched 
voice thought: “I was the one who raised his voice in the presence of 
God’s Messenger. I am destined to hell, because my deeds have come to 
waste.” He stayed at home depressed. The Prophet noticed his absence 
and asked about him. Some people went to him and told him that the 
Prophet had asked about his absence. He said to them: “I am the one 
who raised his voice above the voice of the Prophet and spoke loudly to 
him. All my deeds are wasted. I am destined to hell.” They went to the 
Prophet informing him of what Thabit had said. The Prophet said: “No. 
He certainly belongs to heaven.” Anas says: “We subsequently saw him 
walking among us, knowing that he was certain to go to heaven.” 


82 


AL-HUJURAT (Compartments) 49 


Thus they felt a tremor in their hearts as they listened to this endearing 
address and its stern warning. Hence, they observed a high standard of 
fine manners in the Prophet's presence for fear that their deeds would 
come to nothing. 

God praises their piety and lowered voices when they are with the 
Prophet in an unusual expression: “Those who lower their voices in the 
presence of God's Messenger are the ones whose hearts God has tested for piety. 
Forgiveness and a rich reward await them.” (Verse 3) Piety that manifests 
itself in a God-fearing attitude is a great gift God grants to certain hearts 
He chooses after initially testing them. It is thus implanted only in hearts 
that are suited to it, having first proven their merit. Those who lower 
their voices in the presence of God’s Messenger are they who have proven 
themselves in a test of hearts. They are the ones who fear God, a quality 
that earns them forgiveness and a rich reward from God. 

Here, then, is a tempting invitation that follows a stern warning. Both 
are part of how God educated and prepared his chosen servants for the 
great task that first generation of Muslims undertook. 

It is reported that ‘Umar heard two people speaking loudly in the 
Prophet’s Mosque. He went to them and said: “Do you realize where 
you are? Where do you come from?” They said to him: “We come from 
Twif.” He said: “Had you been from Madinah, I would have had you 
soundly beaten.” 

Islamic scholars, having realized the extent of this injunction, state 
that it is reprehensible to raise one’s voice near the Prophet's grave in the 
same way as it was reprehensible to do so in his presence. In this way, 
Muslims demonstrate their respect for the Prophet in all situations. 

The ninth year of the Islamic calendar is called ‘The year of delegations’ 
because delegations from all over Arabia arrived in Madinah to embrace 
Islam and pledge their loyalty to the Prophet. The sirah refers to an 
incident that took place that year when the delegation of Tamim arrived. 
These were unrefined Bedouins. They shouted to the Prophet from 
outside his wives’ apartments that were situated next to the mosque: 
“Muhammad, come out and speak to us!” The Prophet disliked their 
uncivilized manner. Hence, the next verse of the stirah was revealed: 
“Those who call out to you from without your private apartments are for 
the most part people who do not use their reason. If they had the patience 
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to wait until you went out to them, it would be for their own good. Still, 
God is much forgiving, merciful.” (Verses 4-5) 

Thus does God describe most of them as being without reason. He 
censures their calling out to the Prophet in a way that is contrary to 
the sort of respect that should be shown to God’s Messenger, the leader 
and educator of the community of believers. He explains to them that 
it better behoved them to wait patiently until the Prophet came out 
to them of his own accord. Furthermore, the sirah highlights to them 
the value of repentance, making it clear that they should seek God’s 
forgiveness and pray to Him to bestow His mercy on them. 

Muslims have shown their awareness of this high standard of 
refinement, extending it to every teacher and scholar. They would not 
disturb their teachers or impose themselves on them until they came out 
or called them in. Abii ‘Ubayd, a pious and reliable scholar of Hadith, 
says: “I never knocked at the door of any scholar, but waited patiently 
until he came out in his own good time.” 


Making Sure Before Taking Action 


Believers! If any evildoer comes to you with a piece of news, make sure 
of it first, lest you should wrong others unwittingly and then regret 
your action. And know that God's Messenger is among you. Were he to 
comply with your inclinations in many a case, you would surely come 
to harm. But God has caused [your] faith to be dear to you, and has 
given it beauty in your hearts, and has made hateful to you unbelief, 
wrongdoing and disobedience to God. Such indeed are they who follow 
the right course. [All this is indeed part of] God's bounty and favour. 
God is all-knowing, truly wise. (Verses 6-8) 


The first address in the siirah defines the leadership and the source 
from which to receive orders. The second establishes the standards of 
manners and respect to be maintained in dealing with this leadership. 
Both serve as the basis for all legislations and directives that follow in 
the sirah. It is imperative for the source and the leadership to be well 
defined so that directives and instructions be given their true value and 
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so that they are properly obeyed. Hence, the third address explains to 
the believers how to receive news and reports and the need to verify 
their reliability. “Believers! If any evildoer comes to you with a piece of 
news, make sure of it first, lest you should wrong others unwittingly and 
then regret your action.” (Verse 6) 

The verse specifically mentions the evildoer because he is more 
likely to lie. It is important that suspicion should not be widely spread 
in the Muslim community. If every report is doubted, the system of 
gathering intelligence and information becomes paralyzed. In a Muslim 
community, individuals are normally treated as trustworthy, and the 
information they bring is considered reliable. An evildoer is treated 
differently: his information is not accepted until it is verified. Thus, the 
community steers a middle way between accepting and rejecting the 
information relayed to it. The community does not rush into action on 
the basis ofa report given by someone whose behaviour leaves much to 
be desired. Such rash action might lead to committing a wrong against 
other people, and subsequent regret. Furthermore, such rash action 
may incur God’s displeasure and put the community in a position of 
committing an injustice. 

A number of commentators on the Qur’an mention that this verse 
specifically referred to al-Walid ibn ‘Ugbah ibn Abi Mu ‘ayt when 
the Prophet sent him to collect zakat from the tribe of al-Mustalaq. 
Ibn Kathir quotes a report by Mujahid and Qatadah, stating: “God's 
Messenger sent al-Walid ibn ‘Ugbah to al-Mustalaq tribe to collect 
their zakat and they paid it to him. When he returned he reported to 
the Prophet that the tribe was raising a force to attack the Muslims. [In 
his report, Qatadah also states that al-Walid added that the al-Mustalaq 
tribe had renounced the Islamic faith.] The Prophet then sent Khalid 
ibn al-Walid to them, ordering him to make sure of the information 
before taking any action. Khalid so went out to them arriving at night 
and sending out a number of soldiers to gather information. When 
they returned, they reported to him that the tribe were adhering to 
their Islamic faith and that they heard the call to prayer and saw people 
praying. In the morning, Khalid made his appearance at the tribe's 
quarters and saw what pleased him. He then returned to the Prophet 
and reported all this to him. Thereafter, this verse was then revealed.” 
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Qatadah says that the Prophet used to say afterwards: “Verification 
complies with God’s orders, while haste comes from Satan.” 

The import of this verse is general, making it clear that checking the 
accuracy of reports given by suspect people is necessary. On the other 
hand, a report by a God-fearing person is taken as correct, because this 
is the normal state of affairs in the Muslim community. A report by an 
evildoer is the exception, not the norm. Indeed, accepting reports by 
God-fearing people is part of proper verification and checking. To make 
doubt the norm, applicable to all sources and reports, is contrary to the 
principle of trust that is basic to the Muslim community. Furthermore, 
it could easily cause disruption in its life. Islam allows life to run its 
normal course while putting in place certain controls that guarantee its 
protection. Here we see how this operates in practice. 


Making Life Too Hard 


It appears that some Muslims wanted to take immediate action when 
they heard the first news reported by al-Walid ibn ‘Uqbah. They advised 
the Prophet to immediately punish the al-Mustalagq tribe. In doing so, 
they were motivated by a keen desire to ensure the status of Islam and to 
act against those who refused to pay zakat. The next verse reminds them 
of the great blessing they had, namely the Prophet's presence in their 
midst. They should appreciate this blessing and be always mindful of its 
importance: “And know that God's Messenger is among you.” (Verse 7) 

This is a reality that we can very easily imagine because it actually 
happened. However, when we reflect on it, we see that it is superior, 
beyond imagination. Is it easy to imagine a continuous, dynamic contact 
between heaven and earth, witnessed by all, whereby heaven speaks to 
people on earth about their public and private affairs, correcting their 
errors one by one, and giving them advice about their most intimate 
affairs? Any one of them might do or say something, or even entertain 
a thought, and yet heaven is aware of it all. What happens next is that 
God informs His Messenger of what has taken place and directs him 
to do or say whatever is necessary about it. This is something so great 
that it might not be fully appreciated by some of those present at the 
time. Hence, they are reminded of it in this particular way: “And know 
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that God’s Messenger is among you.” (Verse 7) In other words, be aware 
of this fact and give it its due importance. 

One outcome of this new-found knowledge is that they must not 
act presumptuously in the presence of God and His Messenger. The 
Qur'an, however, puts this even more lucidly and forcefully, telling 
the Muslims that what God’s Messenger decides on any matter, on the 
basis of God’s revelation or inspiration, is good for them as it combines 
ease and mercy. Had God’s Messenger obeyed all their thoughts, they 
would have found matters far more difficult. God is more aware than 
them of what is of benefit to them. His Messenger represents mercy in 
everything he chooses for them: “ Were he to comply with your inclinations 
in many a case, you would surely come to harm.” (Verse 7) This implies 
that they should leave all their affairs in the hands of God and His 
Messenger. They should submit fully, surrendering themselves to God’s 
will, implementing His orders as they receive them, and suggesting 
nothing to God’s Messenger. 

The sarah then draws their attention to the grace of faith He guided 
them to, making their hearts warm to it as He revealed its beauty and 
benefit such that they would love it dearly. He has also made unbelief, 
wrongdoing and sin hateful to them. All this is part of God’s grace 
which He bestows on them: “But God has caused [your] faith to be dear 
to you, and has given it beauty in your hearts, and has made hateful to you 
unbelief, wrongdoing and disobedience to God. Such indeed are they who 
follow the right course. [All this is indeed part of] God's bounty and favour. 
God is all-knowing, truly wise.” (Verses 7-8) 

That God should select certain individuals from among His servants 
and grant them all this represents His immeasurable bounty and grace. 
Indeed, all other types of grace and bounty, including that which brings 
people into existence and gives them life, seem to dwindle by comparison 
to what faith represents. Later in the sarah we will look in detail at God’s 
words: “It is indeed God who bestows a favour upon you by showing you 
the way to faith, if you are men of truth.” (Verse 17) 

What is particularly significant here is that they are reminded that 
it is God who has willed that they should have all this bounty. It is He 
who has rid their hearts of all the evil of unbelief, wrongdoing and sin. 
It is He who willed that they should follow the right course, bestowing 
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on them His favours and bounty. All this He does in His wisdom and 
full knowledge of the truth. Again stating this truth implies that they 
should submit themselves to God’s direction and planning, trusting that 
it is always for their own good. They should stop making suggestions 
and rushing hastily into what they consider to be good, before God has 
made His choice for them. God’s Messenger takes them by the hand to 
gain all this goodness. 

Man is hasty, but he is unaware of the likely consequences of his 
precipitate action. Man may also make suggestions concerning his own 
or other people's affairs, without knowing whether his suggestions will 
bring benefit or cause harm: “Yer man prays for evil as eagerly as he prays 
for good. Truly man is ever hasty.” (17: 11) If man would only submit 
himself to God, accepting what God chooses for him, knowing that 
God’s choice is better, more compassionate and beneficial for him than 
what he may choose for himself, he would be much more comfortable. 
He would complete this short journey on this planet with ease and 
contentment. But this is also an aspect of God’s grace which He grants 
to whomever He wills. 


Fighting Between Muslim Believers 

If two groups of believers fall to fighting, make peace between them. 
But then, if one of the two goes on acting wrongfully towards the 
other, fight against the one that acts wrongfully until it reverts to 
God's commandment; and if they revert, make peace between them 
with justice, and deal equitably with them. Indeed, God loves those 
who act equitably. All believers are but brothers. Hence, make peace 
between your two brothers, and remain God-fearing, so that you may 
receive [God’] mercy. (Verses 9-10) 


This is a practical rule to protect the community of believers from 
strife resulting from excesses and hard feelings. This rule is given 
immediately after the requirement to verify the reports given by 
evildoers, making sure that the believers do not rush into action that may 
be counterproductive. Whether this verse was revealed in consequence 
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of a particular case, as some reports suggest, or whether it was merely 
initiating a piece of legislation to outline what the Muslim community 
should do in such cases, it nonetheless provides a general and highly 
effective rule that stamps out strife and ensures solidarity within the 
Muslim community. It also establishes justice, rightness and fairness. 
All this is based on believers being God-fearing and their hope that He 
will bestow His grace on a community that deals with justice and works 
for reconciliation. 

The Quran either supposes or confronts the possibility of two 
groups of believers taking up arms against each other, yet it accepts that 
both are believers, even though one of them, or indeed both of them, 
may be in the wrong, It requires the Muslim community, other than 
the two fighting groups, to work for reconciliation between the two. 
But if one of them acts wrongfully, refusing to give up what it has no 
right to claim, or indeed if both act wrongfully, refusing reconciliation 
or refusing to abide by God’s law over that which they dispute, then 
the believers must fight those who act wrongfully until they revert to 
God’s commandment. The commandment at issue here is the ending 
of strife and conflict between believers and accepting God’s judgement 
over anything contentious. Should those acting wrongfully revert to 
God’s commandment, then the believers should establish reconciliation 
based on strict justice and equity, in obedience of God and seeking His 
pleasure: “God loves those who act equitably.” (Verse 9) 

This judgement is followed by a touch that aims to bring out genuine 
feelings of brotherhood among believers. It is the bond that unites 
them after they have fallen out. They are also reminded of the need to 
always be God-fearing, suggesting that this is the only way to earn His 
grace. “All believers are but brothers. Hence, make peace between your two 
brothers, and remain God-fearing, so that you may receive [God's] mercy.” 
(Verse 10) 

The correlation of this is that love, peace, cooperation and unity 
are the essential characteristics of a Muslim community. Conflict and 
fighting are exceptions that must be dealt with as soon as they occur 
in order to bring about reconciliation and peace. For this end, it is 
permissible for other Muslims to fight those of their brethren who act 
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wrongfully towards others; this so as to bring them back into the fold 
and restore the proper situation. This is certainly a tough and decisive 
measure. 

This rule also provides that no wounded man in such battles may 
be finished off, and no captive may be killed. Those who lay down 
their arms and flee the battlefield cannot be pursued. Furthermore, the 
property of the group in the wrong may not be looted. The purpose of 
fighting them is not to finish them off, but rather to bring them back 
into line with the rest of the Muslim community. 

In the right order of things, all Muslims of the world should have 
one leader. Once a pledge of loyalty is given to a leader to rule over 
the Muslim community as a whole, and another person claims such 
leadership for himself, this claimant should be killed. He and his 
supporters are considered rebels whom believers should fight alongside 
their leader. It was on this basis that Imam ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib fought 
those who rebelled in the battles of the Camel and Siffin. Many of the 
Prophet's distinguished Companions fought alongside him. However, 
a small number including Sa‘d ibn Abi Waqqas, Muhammad ibn 
Maslamah, Usamah ibn Zayd and ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Umar chose not to 
engage in the battle, either because they could not determine which side 
was right or because, as al-Jassas says, they felt that Imam ‘Ali had clear 
superiority and hence their absence would not affect the result. The 
first probability is clearly the stronger, especially as this is borne out by 
some of their reported statements. Ibn ‘Umar, for example, is reported 
to have expressed regret for not fighting alongside ‘Ali. 

This proper state of affairs, whereby the Muslims have only one 
leader, should be the norm in all situations, including those exceptional 
situations when two or more political rulers are in power in different and 
separate Muslim areas. It is the duty of Muslims to fight on the side of 
the single ruler against the group acting wrongfully, if they rebel against 
his authority, or if one group acts wrongfully towards another group 
without rebelling against the Muslim ruler per se. It is also the duty of 
Muslims to fight such rebels if they affiliate themselves to a political 
ruler in a situation where more than one Muslim ruler is in power. All 
Muslims must close ranks and stand against those acting wrongfully 
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until they revert to God’s commandment. In this way, this text remains 
operational in all situations. 

Ic is clear that this system, based on arbitration and fighting the 
group in the wrong until they revert to God’s commandment, precedes 
all human attempts in this regard. Moreover, it is free of all the flaws 
and shortcomings inherent in defective human endeavours. Moreover, 
it incorporates qualities of purity, honesty and absolute justice. The 
arbitration that it calls for is based on operating God’s orders, which 
are equitable, free of any prejudice and defect. Alas for mankind! They 
look on, but go away limping and stumbling when the clear, paved and 
straight way beckons to them. 


No Ridicule, Defamation or Insult 


Believers! No men shall deride other men: it may well be that those 
[whom they deride] are better than themselves. And no women [shall 
deride other] women: it may well be that those [whom they deride] 
are better than themselves. And neither shall you defame yourselves, 
nor insult one another by [opprobrious] epithets. Ill-seeming is a name 
connoting wickedness [to be used of one] after he has believed. Those 
who do not repent are indeed wrongdoers. (Verse 11) 


The human society Islam establishes in the light of Qur’anic guidance 
operates a high standard of manners. Every individual in this society 
has his or her integrity, which may not be compromised. Indeed, it is 
part of the integrity of the whole community. To slander anyone is to 
slander oneself, because the whole community is a single entity and its 
integrity is one. 

In this verse, the Qur'an again addresses the believers by their most 
beloved description, “Believers”. It forbids that one group should deride 
another, be they men deriding other men, or women deriding other 
women. For how can they know whether or not the ones they deride 
enjoy a better status with God? 

The way this order is expressed suggests that the apparent values 
that men or women may consider important may not be those that 
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give people their real status. There are other values, which people 
may not know about. These are known to God who operates them in 
fairness. A rich man may deride a poor one. Similarly, those who are 
strong, enjoying good health, intelligence, children and support, may 
deride those who are less fortunate than themselves, such as those who 
are weak, handicapped, ‘simple-minded, childless or orphans without 
support. A woman who sees herself as pretty, young, perfectly shaped, 
or rich may deride another for being ugly, old, misshaped, or poor. But 
none of these earthly values is of any importance as a criterion of high 
status. In God's sight, people are raised in rank on the basis of totally 
different values. 

The Qur'an, however, does not stop at implying this. It works on the 
sentiment of brotherhood in faith, reminding the believers that they 
descend from a single soul. Whoever defames anyone actually defames 
all. Hence, the Qur'an says: “Neither shall you defame yourselves.” (Verse 
11) It should be mentioned that the word the Qur'an uses for defaming, 
talmizi, has a particular resonance that imparts a feeling that also has 
a physical effect. 

Part of derision and defamation is to call others names that they 
dislike, or feel to be meant as ridicule. It is the right of a believer not to 
be called by a name that he or she dislikes, or feels to suggest disrespect. 
Moreover, Islamic standards require a believer not to call a brother or 
a sister by such a name that gives them pain. The Prophet changed the 
names or nicknames of some of his Companions because he felt, with 
his refined sense and compassionate heart, that they could bring ridicule 
or pain to the people concerned. 

Having outlined the true values in God’s measure, and appealed to 
feelings of brotherhood and of belonging to one soul, the sarah now 
reaches out to the believers’ sense of faith, warning them that they 
will lose this noble quality if they indulge in derision and ridicule: 
“Nor insult one another by [opprobrious] epithets. Ill-seeming is a name 
connoting wickedness [to be used of one] after he has believed.” (Verse 11) 
To indulge in this is akin to renouncing faith after one has believed. 
The siirah goes even further than this by threatening to consider this an 
act of wrongdoing, something that is often expressed in the Qur'an as 
being synonymous with associating partners with God. “Those who do 
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not repent are indeed wrongdoers.” (Verse 11) Thus, the siirah establishes 
the rules for refined manners in a noble community. 


No Suspicion or Backbiting 


Believers! Avoid suspicion as much as possible, for, some such suspicion 
is a sin. And do not spy on one another, nor backbite one another. 
Would any of you like to eat the flesh of his dead brother? Surely you 
would loathe it. And remain God-fearing. God is certainly the One 
who accepts repentance, and He is merciful. (Verse 12) 


This verse establishes yet another fence in this noble society, protecting 
the integrity and freedom of individuals, while at the same time teaching 
people how to cleanse their feelings and consciences. Following the 
pattern of the siirah, it begins with the endearing address, “Believers”. It 
follows this by issuing an order to avoid most suspicion, so that they do 
not leave themselves open to thoughts of doubt about others. It justifies 
this order by saying that some suspicion is sinful. Since the prohibition 
applies to most suspicion and the rule is that some suspicion is sinful, 
then the verse implies that all negative suspicion should be avoided, 
because no one knows which part of his or her doubts are sinful. 

Thus the Qur’an purges a Muslim’s inner conscience so that it is 
not contaminated with evil suspicion and consequently incurs sin. It 
leaves it clean, free of doubt, entertaining only friendly and affectionate 
thoughts towards one’s brethren. In this way it steers society away from 
suspicion so that the community enjoys reassurance and is not marred 
by worry and apprehension. Life in a community where ill thoughts 
have no place is both serene and comfortable. 

Islam does not, however, stop at this point in educating people's hearts 
and souls. The verse we are looking at establishes a principle that applies 
to people’s dealings with each other. It protects the rights of those who 
live in its pure society so that they are not punished or tried on the 
basis of suspicion. Indeed, suspicion does not even form a proper basis 
for interrogating people or investigating their affairs. The Prophet is 
quoted as saying: “If you have doubts, do not investigate.” [Related by 
al-Tabarani.] What this means is that people remain innocent, enjoying 
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all their rights, freedom and status until it is absolutely clear that they 
have committed some offence. It is not sufficient just to suspect them 
of having committed something so they are then pursued with the aim 
of establishing whether they are guilty or not. 

This verse shows us the limit to which Islam goes in protecting people's 
freedom, integrity, rights and status. How does this compare with what 
even the best democratic countries boast of with regard to protecting 
human rights? This standard, which the Qur'an sets for believers, is 
far superior indeed. Moreover, Islam achieves this in real life, after it 
establishes it in people’s hearts and consciences. 

The verse moves on to lay down another principle that provides 
social guarantees: “And do not spy on one another.” (Verse 12) Spying 
may be an action that follows immediately on entertaining suspicion. 
On the other hand, it may be an independent action that seeks to look 
at other people’s faults and errors. The Qur’an opposes spying because 
it is morally base. It aims to purge people’s hearts from sinking into this 
vile pursuit in order to keep up its high moral standards. 

Yet the order goes beyond this. It states an essential principle of the 
Islamic social system and its legislative measures. People are entitled to 
have their freedom and integrity respected. These should not be violated 
or encroached upon in any way. 

In an Islamic society people enjoy a high standard of values. They 
enjoy security in their lives, homes and personal affairs. Nothing 
whatsoever justifies any violation of these. Indeed, the investigation of a 
crime does not provide, in the Islamic system, justification for spying on 
people. We take people by their appearances, and no one is entitled to 
delve into others’ affairs. Indeed, people may not be taken to task except 
for what is evident of their offences. No one may suspect, anticipate 
or even know that others are secretly committing some violation and 
resort to spying on them so as to establish this as a fact or to catch them 
red-handed. All that may be done against such people is that they be 
put to trial when they actually commit a crime. 

Some people said to ‘Abdullah ibn Mas ‘ad, a learned scholar and a 
Companion of the Prophet: “We saw this man with his beard dripping 
wine.” He said: “We have been forbidden to spy. If we see something 
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evident, we act on it.” [Related by Abi Dawiid.] Mujahid says: “Do 
not spy on one another. Take people on the basis of what is apparent 
and do not look into what God has left concealed.” 

Imam Ahmad quotes Dujayn, a clerk employed by ‘Ugbah, saying: 
“I said to “Uqbah that we have neighbours who drink and I want to 
call the police to take them to account.” He said to me: “Do not do 
that. What you should do is to advise and warn them.” Dujayn did 
this but his neighbours persisted in their prohibited ways. So he said 
to ‘Ugbah again: “I have warned them, but they will not desist. I am 
calling the police.” “Uqbah said to him: “Do not do that. I heard the 
Prophet say: ‘Whoever keeps to himself a fault of another believer is 
like one who rescues a girl buried alive.” [Also related by Aba Dawid 
and al-Nasa’i.] 

Abii Dawid quotes Mu ‘awiyah ibn Abi Sufyan as saying: “I heard 
the Prophet saying: ‘If you pursue people's faults you corrupt them, or 
almost corrupt them’.” Abii al-Darda’, a learned Companion of the 
Prophet, said: “This is a word Mu ‘awiyah has heard from the Prophet, 
and God has enabled him to benefit by it.” 

Thus was the divine order implemented in practical life. It did not stop 
at being a form of practical education to purge hearts and consciences. 
It became like a fence protecting people’s rights, freedom and sanctity, 
so that they could not be touched under any pretext. Far superior is this 
level to any achieved today, 1,400 years later, even by those societies 
which respect human rights and freedom most. 

Next comes the order that forbids backbiting. This is given in such 
a way that it provides a graphic description of the disgusting nature of 
this action: “Nor backbite one another. Would any of you like to eat the 
flesh of his dead brother? Surely you would loathe it.” (Verse 12) The order 
tells Muslims that they must not backbite. It then paints a scene that 
fills even the most insensitive of people with disgust, showing someone 
eating his dead brother’s flesh. It immediately declares that they have, 
of course, a very strong and natural aversion to such behaviour. Hence, 
they also have a strong aversion against backbiting. 

Following all these prohibitions against suspicion, spying and 
backbiting, the siirah awakens believers’ God-fearing instinct, inviting 
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anyone who has committed any of these unlawful acts to hasten and 
repent in the hope of God’s mercy: ‘And remain God-fearing. God is 
certainly the One who accepts repentance, and He is merciful.” (Verse 12) 

Once again we say that this text is meant in practice to be like a high 
boundary protecting people's sanctity and integrity. It provides Muslims 
with a profound sense of morality. The Prophet follows the Qur’an’s 
example in making backbiting appear so disgusting. Abi Hurayrah 
reports that the Prophet was asked to define backbiting. He said: “To say 
about your brother something he dislikes.” Someone asked: “Suppose 
that what I say is true of my brother.” The Prophet answered: “If you 
say what is true, you are guilty of backbiting; but if it is untrue, you are 
guilty of wilful defamation.” [Related by al-Tirmidhi who states that 
it is authentic.] 

‘Aishah reports that she said to the Prophet: “It is enough that Safiyyah 
[another wife of the Prophet] is so and so [referring to the fact that she 
is short].” The Prophet said to her: “You have said a word that would 
contaminate the entire volume of seawater.” She added that she imitated 
someone to him, but he said: “I would rather not imitate anyone, even 
if I would get so and so for it.” [Related by Aba Dawiid.] 

Anas ibn Malik quotes the Prophet as saying: “When I was taken on 
my ascension to heaven, I passed by people with copper nails, scratching 
their faces and chests. I said: ‘Gabriel, who are these?’ He said: “These 
are the ones who eat the flesh of others and detract from their honour.” 
[Related by Aba Dawid.] 

Ma ‘iz and the Ghamidi woman confessed to the Prophet that they 
had committed adultery, insisting that the Prophet should administer the 
mandatory punishment to cleanse them. Hence he ordered that they be 
stoned. The Prophet subsequently heard one man say to another: “Have 
you seen this man whose offence God has concealed? Yet he insisted on 
being punished until he was stoned like a dog.” The Prophet marched 
on with his Companions and soon passed by a dead donkey. He asked 
for the two men, and when they came forward, he said to them: “Get 
down and eat of this.” Shocked, the two men said: “May God forgive 
you, Messenger of God! Is this something to be eaten?” He said: “What 
you said about your brother a short while ago is even more disgusting 
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than eating of this. By Him who holds my soul in His hand, he is now 
in heaven being bathed in its waters.” [Related by Ibn Kathir in his 
commentary on the Qur’an.] 

With such consistent treatment the Muslim community was purged 
and attained its high standard. It became like a dream that came true, 
a model to be followed and relished. 


The Brotherhood of Mankind 


Having addressed the believers in such a way as to elevate them to a 
superior level of refined manners and morality, the siirah then addresses 
all mankind, of all races, colours and communities, reminding them 
that they all share one origin. One standard applies to them all: it is 
the same one that elevates the Muslim community to its superior level 
of unparalleled purity. 


Mankind! We have created you all out of a male and a female, and 
have made you into nations and tribes, so that you might come to know 
one another. Truly, the noblest of you in the sight of God is the one 
who is most genuinely God-fearing. God is all-knowing, all-aware. 
(Verse 13) 


All of you people, who present such different races and colours, 
communities and tribes, come from one origin. Hence, you should 
not divide into groups or fall out with each other and so waste your 
energy. 

Mankind! You are being called by the One who created you out of 
a male and a female to inform you of the purpose of making you into 
nations and tribes. It is not so that you stir up conflict and enmity. It 
is rather for the purpose of getting to know one another and living 
peacefully together. Differences of language, colour, temperament, 
manners, talents and abilities do not lead to conflict and strife. In fact, 
they make for cooperation so that all tasks are fulfilled and all needs 
met. Colour, race, language, homeland and similar factors are of no 
importance in God’s sight. There is only one criterion to determine 
people's worth: “The noblest of you in the sight of God is the one who is 
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most genuinely God-fearing.” (Verse 13) Noble indeed is the one who 
is noble in God's sight. He gives you your value on the basis of His 
perfect knowledge and His awareness of values and measures: “God is 
all-knowing, all-aware.” (Verse 13) Thus all dividing factors and values 
are discounted leaving only one measure and one value by which all 
mankind are tested. 

Thus all reasons for conflict and quarrel on earth disappear, all 
considerations coveted by human beings lose their value. In their place, 
an important and distinctly clear reason for friendship and cooperation 
looms large: that is, God’s Lordship of all and the fact that He has created 
all mankind from the same origin. A single banner is raised so that all 
compete to line up under it. That is the banner of fearing God alone. 
This is the banner raised by Islam in order to save humanity from the evil 
consequences of fanatic bonds of race, homeland, tribe, clan, family, etc. 
All these belong to the world of ignorance, or Jahiliyyah, although they 
may take up different names, colours and fashions. In essence, though, 
they are ties of ignorance that have nothing to do with Islam. 

Islam has fought ignorant fanaticism in all its forms and shapes so as 
to establish its world system under God’s banner alone. In Islam, banners 
of nationality and race have neither place nor value. The Prophet said: 
“All of you descend from Adam, and Adam was created out of clay. 
Those people who seek pride in their ancestry should desist, or else 
God will bring them as low as beetles, or even lower.” [Related by al- 
Bazzar on the authority of Hudhayfah.] Referring to the bonds valued 
in pre-Islamic days, the Prophet said: “Leave these altogether, because 
they stink.” [Related by Muslim.] 

This is the foundation of Islamic society: a human and global society. 
Humanity may stretch all its imagination and exert its best efforts to 
achieve even one aspect of it, but it fails because it does not follow the 
clear and straight road leading to it, as defined by God, and because it 
does not raise God’s banner which unites us all. 


The Meaning of True Faith 


As the siirah draws to its end, it fittingly explains the truth of faith in 
reply to those Bedouins who claimed to be believers when they did not 
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even understand the nature of faith. This also serves as a reply to those 
who tried to press their acceptance of Islam as a favour they thought 
they did for the Prophet. In essence, they do not appreciate that it is 
only through God’s favour that people believe. 


The Bedouin say: ‘We have attained to faith.’ Say [to them]: ‘Believers 

you are not. Rather say, We have submitted ourselves, for true faith 
has not entered your hearts. But if you truly pay heed to God and 
His Messenger, He will let nothing of your deeds go to waste. God is 
indeed much-forgiving, merciful.’ True believers are only those who 
have believed in God and His Messenger, and never then entertained 
any doubt, and who strive hard in God's cause with their possessions 
and their lives. Those are the ones who are true to their word. Say: ‘Do 
you, perchance, want to inform God of your faith, when God knows 
all that is in the heavens and earth? Indeed, God has full knowledge 
of everything.’ They think that they have bestowed a favour upon you 
by having embraced Islam. Say: ‘Do not count your embrace of Islam 
a favour to me. It is indeed God who bestows a favour upon you by 
showing you the way to faith, if you are men of truth.’ God certainly 
knows the hidden reality of the heavens and the earth; and God sees 
all that you do. (Verses 14-18) 


The first of these verses is said to have been revealed in relation to the 
Bedouins of the Asad tribe who, as soon as they accepted Islam, boasted 
saying, ‘We have attained to faith.’ They even counted this as a favour 
they performed for the Prophet. They said to him: “Messenger of God! 
We have become Muslims. Other Arabs have fought you, but we have 
not.” God wanted to show them the truth of what was in their hearts 
when they said this, stating that they only embraced Islam in submission 
while the truth of faith had not touched their hearts or souls, “Say /to 
them]: ‘Believers you are not. Rather say, “We have submitted ourselves’, 
for true faith has not entered your hearts.” (Verse 14) 

Nevertheless, God’s grace has dictated that they will be rewarded 
for every good action they do, letting nothing go to waste. Even the 
outward manifestation of Islam, which has not yet penetrated into 
people’s hearts to become genuine faith, is sufficient to make their 
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good deeds count and be recorded. Thus, their deeds are not wasted 
like those of unbelievers. No part of their reward is wasted as long as 
they continue to obey: “If you truly pay heed to God and His Messenger, 
He will let nothing of your deeds go to waste.” (Verse 14) This is because 
God is quick to grant forgiveness and bestow His mercy. He accepts 
from His servant the first step and rewards him for submission and 
obedience while waiting until faith settles in his heart: “God is indeed 
much-forgiving, merciful.” (Verse 14) 

God then explains to them the nature of genuine belief: “ True believers 
are only those who have believed in God and His Messenger, and never 
then entertained any doubt, and who strive hard in God's cause with their 
possessions and their lives. Those are the ones who are true to their word.” 
(Verse 15) 

True faith, then, means that deep in one’s heart one believes in 
God and His Messenger, admitting no doubt or faltering. It is a solid, 
unshaken belief that allows no hesitation or oscillation. Moreover, it is 
a belief that motivates people to strive hard for God's cause, sacrificing 
their possessions and their lives. When a person’s heart experiences the 
beauty of this belief and has the reassurance bred by such experience, 
he or she will take the necessary action to establish its meaning beyond 
their own hearts and souls, i.e. in real human life. They want to bring 
about union and harmony between the truth of faith they feel in their 
hearts and what takes place in the world around them. They simply 
will not tolerate any discordance between faith and practice, because 
such discordance jars at every moment. Hence, striving for God’s cause, 
laying down one’s life and possessions in order to achieve its goals. It 
is, then, a self-motivated action that aims to transfer the bright and 
enlightened image one sees in one’s heart into practical human life. 
The rift between a believer and the worldly life around him based on 
jahiliyyah is an inherent rift caused by the fact that a believer cannot lead 
a life of double standards, one based on faith and the other on people’s 
practices. Similarly, he cannot give up his sound and beautiful concept 
of faith in favour of a practical model that is deficient, ugly and deviant. 
Hence, a confrontation with ignorance, or jahiliyyah, is inevitable, until 
it gives up and adopts the light of faith. 


100 


AL-HUJURAT (Compartments) 49 


“Those are the ones who are true to their word.” (Verse 15) They are 
true in their faith, and true to their claims that they are believers. Unless 
those feelings in a believer's heart are a reality, bringing tangible effects 
into practical life, faith remains theoretical. 

We need to reflect a little on the precautionary note in this verse: 
“True believers are only those who have believed in God and His Messenger, 
and never then entertained any doubt.” (Verse 15) This point about 
never entertaining doubt is not a merely additional clause. It points to 
a real experience and provides treatment for a condition that may arise 
even after one has truly believed. The way this is phrased is significant, 
‘and never then entertained any doubt.’ A similar precautionary note is 
seen in the verse that says: “Those who say, ‘Our Lord is God,’ and then 
steadfastly pursue the right way...” (41: 30) The need to entertain no 
doubt and the need for the steadfast pursuit of the right way points to 
what a believing soul may experience under severe pressure and testing 
hardship. Doubt or hesitation may creep in. A believer may have to deal 
with severely testing times and calamities that shake the very foundation 
of his world. Hence, the one who remains steadfast, entertaining no 
doubt and pursuing the right way in all situations is the one who deserves 
high rank with God. 

Putting the fact in this way alerts believers’ hearts to the slips and risks 
in their way. This enables them to take precautions, prepare themselves 
to withstand any hardship that comes their way, and maintain their 
course even in the face of the most adverse circumstances. 

The siirah continues its address to the Bedouins, telling them that 
God knows what is in their hearts. Furthermore, He can tell them what 
they harbour in their minds, without waiting for them to tell Him: 


Say: Do you, perchance, want to inform God of your faith, when 
God knows all that is in the heavens and earth? Indeed, God has full 
knowledge of everything. (Verse 16) 


Man may profess to have knowledge, yet he neither knows nor 
understands himself or his feelings. The human mind does not know 
how it works because it cannot monitor its own working. When the 
mind monitors itself, it stops working naturally, and thus it has nothing 
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to monitor. When it performs its natural work, the human mind cannot 
at the same time do any monitoring. Hence it is unable to know its 
own nature or how it functions. Yet it is his mind that man boasts of, 
giving it a superior status. 

“God knows all that is in the heavens and earth.” (Verse 16) His is a 
perfect knowledge that comprehends the very nature of everything in 
the heavens and the earth, His knowledge is not based on appearances 
and effects, but on a perfect knowledge of the nature of things that is 
independent of time and free of any limitation. Moreover, “God has 
full knowledge of everything.” (Verse 16) This encompasses the entire 
universe and everything in it. 


God’s Real Favour 


Having explained the true nature of faith, the stirah then addresses 
the Prophet, referring to those Bedouins and how they asserted that 
they had done the Prophet a favour by accepting Islam. This very action 
is clear evidence that the nature of faith had not yet penetrated their 
hearts. They had not yet experienced the beauty of faith: 


They think that they have bestowed a favour upon you by having 
embraced Islam. Say: ‘Do not count your embrace of Islam a favour to 
me. It is indeed God who bestows a favour upon you by showing you 
the way to faith, if you are men of truth. (Verse 17) 


This answer clearly tells them that they cannot hold this as a favour 
and that if they truly believe, then they owe a great favour to God who 
has guided them to it. 

We should reflect on this answer, because it highlights a very important 
fact, one that most people, including some believers, overlook. Faith is 
the supreme favour God grants to anyone of His servants on earth. It is 
indeed greater than man’s very existence, which is a favour God grants 
to man in the first place. It is also superior to what relates to existence, 
such as the provision of sustenance, health and adornment. It is the 
favour that gives human existence a distinctive entity, and assigns to 
man a great role in the system of the universe. 
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The first thing that faith gives man, when it settles firmly in his heart, 
is a broader vision of the universe, how it relates to him, and his role 
in it; an accurate criterion with which to know the essence of values, 
people and events; genuine reassurance as he embarks on his journey 
through this planet up to the time when he meets his Lord; a friendly 
relation with everything around him in the universe; a warm, interactive 
relationship with God who has created him and the universe; a feeling 
that he is honoured and that he is fulfilling an important role to please 
God and to bring goodness to this universe and to all who live in it. A 
manifestation of this broad vision is that man breaks out of the narrow 
confinements of his own small and weak entity to function on the stage 
of the universe, with all its inherent forces and secrets. 

In relation to his own kind, man is an individual of a humanity 
that goes back to a single origin, which, in the first place, acquired its 
distinction from God's spirit which was breathed into. this creature made 
of clay so as to bring him into contact with the divine light. This is a 
light that is not confined to a heaven or earth, has neither a beginning 
nor an end, and knows no limit of time or place. It is this free factor 
that has made man what he is. It is enough that this concept is properly 
appreciated by man in order that he begins to have a better appreciation 
of his position of honour and to feel this light, even as he walks on 
earth. His heart will then certainly have wings of light to carry him to 
the original source of light that gives his life its distinctive character. 

In as far as his affiliation is concerned, he, as an individual, belongs 
to the single community of believers that stretches over the centuries, 
forming a noble procession led by Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, 
Muhammad and their brethren prophets [peace be upon them all]. 
When this fact is fully appreciated by anyone, they feel themselves to be 
a branch of a great tree with deep roots and widely stretching boughs. 
This feeling gives believers a different taste of life, one that imparts to 
it a sense of nobility. 

Man’s vision thus becomes even broader so as to transcend his own 
entity, his community and the human race as a whole. He begins to 
see this whole existence as it originates with God, from the breathing 
of whose spirit he has become a man. His faith then tells him that this 
universe is a living entity, composed of countless other living entities. 
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Everything in this universe, including the universe itself, has a spirit. 
Like his own spirit, all these spirits turn to their Creator with prayer, 
glorification, praise, submission and obedience. Thus, in this universe, 
a believer feels himself to be an inseparable part of a complete whole. 
He belongs to his Creator, his soul turns to Him and he eventually 
returns to Him. Thus, he feels himself to be bigger and greater than 
his own limited world. He is bigger in relation to his vision of this 
great universe. He thus feels befriended by all the spirits around him, 
and beyond that befriended by God who looks after him. He then 
feels himself able to have a bond with this universe and to grow in 
stature in relation to it. He can do many things, initiate great events, 
influence and be influenced by all around him, and can derive strength 
from the Supreme Power that initiated him as well as all forces and 
powers in the universe. That is the Power that never weakens, shrinks 
or disappears. 


All For a Definite Purpose 


From this broad vision a believer derives new standards and criteria to 
evaluate things, events, people, concerns, values and goals. He recognizes 
his true role in the universe and his task in this life. He looks at himself as 
a manifestation of God’s will who sets him on his course to bring about 
whatever end He has determined. Thus, a believer continues his life on 
earth with clear vision, steady step and easy conscience. This knowledge 
gives believers what they feel of serenity, reassurance and delight with 
what takes place around them, including what happens to them. They 
have true answers to their questions: Where have they come from, and 
why? Where are they going, and what will they find there? They know 
that they are in this life for a particular purpose, and that whatever 
happens to them serves to bring about that purpose. They know that this 
life is the testing ground for the life to come; that they will be requited 
for every action they do, major or minor, and that they have not been 
created in vain, will not be abandoned or left to travel alone. 

When we have such knowledge, all worries, doubts and feelings of 
insecurity disappear. After all, they are due to ignorance, on the part 
of those expressing or experiencing them, of our origin and destiny, 
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unawareness of what lies ahead in our way, and lack of trust in the 
purpose behind our existence and life journey. We will have no more 
feelings like those described by ‘Umar al-Khayyam who says: 


Into this universe and why not knowing 
Nor, whence, like willy-nilly flowing; 
And out of it as wind along the waste, 

I know not wither, willy-nilly blowing. 


Believers know that they wear the garment of life by God’s will, and 
that God runs the universe, conducting all its affairs, with wisdom and 
knowledge. They also know that the hand that made them wear this 
garment is much wiser and more compassionate than they. Hence, there 
is no need to consult others, because they could not give a sound opinion 
like that which belongs to the Owner of that hand who knows all and 
sees all. They know that they are given this garment of life to wear in 
order to fulfil a certain role in the universe, being influenced by, and 
leaving their own influence on all things in it. This role is harmonious 
with all the other roles assigned to all other creatures from the beginning 
of life to its end. 

Thus believers know why they have come to this life and to where 
they are heading. They do not experience any loss as they try to 
understand. They complete their journey, fulfilling their role, with trust 
and reassurance. They may even attain a higher degree of faith that 
enables them to carry on with their journey and the fulfilment of their 
role, with delight and happiness, feeling the great bounty God has given 
them. This is the bounty of life, or its garment, given to them by God, 
the most generous, the compassionate. This is the bounty of their role, 
which they fulfil regardless of what they may encounter of hardship, 
until they return to their Lord. 

Similarly, feelings like those I myself experienced during a period of 
loss and worry also disappear. That was before I began to live ‘In the 
Shade of the Qur’an’, when God took me by the hand and placed me 
under His blessed care. These were feelings that my tired soul imparted 
at the time to the entire universe and I expressed those feelings in poetry 
saying: 
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The universe stood there, not knowing which way it should go; 
And why, and where, if at all, it should go; 

It is all a waste, a child’s play, and an aimless effort; 

And it ends up in a masked destiny that gives no satisfaction. 


Today, however, I know that, by God’s grace, there is no aimless 
effort or wasted action, because every action and every effort will have 
its fruits and gain its reward. That same destiny will also give great 
satisfaction, because it is left to the One who is most just, most merciful. 
I also feel today, by the grace of God, that the universe never stands in 
that miserable position, because the soul of the universe believes in its 
Lord, turns to Him in glorification and praise. The universe operates 
in accordance with the law God has set for it, obedient, contented and 
submissive. 

This is a great gain in the realm of feeling and thought, in the physical 
world of body and mind, as well as in the practical world of action and 
mutual influence. 

Besides, faith is a great motivating force. When it is settled in a 
person's heart, it begins to work, fulfil itself and bring about perfect 
harmony between its inner image and its appearance. It takes control 
over all human motivations and harnesses them along the way. This is 
the secret of the strength of faith in the human soul and the power one 
gains through faith. It is the secret underlying the miracles faith has 
achieved in this world, and continues to achieve every day: miracles that 
change the whole appearance of life from one day to another. It is faith 
that motivates both the individual and the community to sacrifice their 
lives on earth in order to gain success in the greater and everlasting life 
to come. Furthermore, it is faith that gives an ordinary individual, with 
little or no support, the means to stand up to oppressive forces and to 
both temptation and persecution. All these forces are easily vanquished 
when they face the motivating power of faith in the heart of a single 
believer. It is not the individual that achieves success over all these forces; 
it is the great power that derives from the spirit of faith which is akin 
to a powerfully flowing and inexhaustible spring. 

The miracles achieved through faith in the life of the individual and 
the community do not rely on mysterious myth, vision or superstition. 
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Instead, they are the result of well-defined causes and well-established 
rules. Faith is holistic: it is the force that establishes the relationship 
between man and the apparent and subtle forces in the universe, giving 
his soul trust and reassurance. It also gives the believer the ability to 
confront worldly powers and situations with the strength of one who 
is certain of victory, trusting to God’s help. It makes it clear to the 
individual believer his relations with other people, events and situations, 
outlining for him his direction, way and goal. It harnesses all his strengths 
and potentials to direct them all to a clear goal, so that he moves towards 
it with force, confidence and reassurance. 

What makes faith doubly powerful is that it operates along the same 
line that the universe follows in its deep and surface parts. Indeed, all 
the powers that work in the universe follow a direction set by faith. 
Thus, as they move along their way, believers meet these powers in their 
great march to give the truth its victory over falsehood, no matter how 
powerful the latter may appear. 

God certainly tells the truth as He says: “They think that they have 
bestowed a favour upon you by having embraced Islam. Say: Do not count 
your embrace of Islam a favour to me. It is indeed God who bestows a favour 
upon you by showing you the way to faith, if you are men of truth.” (Verse 
17) Indeed faith is the supreme favour that can only be granted by God 
the Bounteous to whomever He knows to be deserving of it. 

God certainly tells the truth! Does anyone who has had the privilege 
of knowing all these facts, meanings and feelings, experienced them to 
the full and lived through them in this present world ever feel that he 
has missed out on anything? Conversely, what does the one who misses 
out on all these gain, even though he may live in comfort and luxury? 
He may eat as he pleases, but animals also eat, although animals are 
better off because by their nature they submit to their Lord and turn 
towards their Creator. 


God certainly knows the hidden reality of the heavens and the earth; 
and God sees all that you do. (Verse 18) 


The One who knows all that is hidden in the heavens and the earth 
also knows what is hidden in people’s innermost souls. He knows people's 
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feelings and sees what they do. He does not derive His knowledge from 
the words they say, but from the feelings they harbour in their hearts 
and the actions that confirm their feelings. 

Thus we come to the conclusion of this sérah, comprising 18 verses, 
but delineating the features of a noble and pure world, outlining great 
truths and establishing them in people’s inner consciences. 
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